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Abstract 

Through focus group interviews, this study explores at risk high school students’ perceptions of 
their communities. Participants are members of a Maine Upward Bound program that pre-identified them 
as low SES, and first-generation college bound students. My putpose for this study is to discover if stu- 
dents who are at risk of public school failure based on environmental and social disadvantages will bene- 
fit if they feel a sense of belonging to their communities. Bronfenbrenner’s systems of development, as 
well as the social concept gemeinschaft, often translated “community” are paid of the conceptual frame- 
work of this study. This qualitative study used QSR-N6 to code for attributes of community and themes 
that emerged as important to students in their development of sense of belonging. Many students related a 
sense of community to having positive relationships with adults and peers within that community. Stu- 
dents reported a stronger “sense of belonging” to their Upward Bound community, commenting that the 
culture of the Upward Bound community offers them a “safe” place where they “can be themselves” 
while developing skills necessary to help them in the future. 
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CSB: How important is it for you to feel like you belong to a group? 

John: It’s part of you, really. 1 mean, I think it builds your self-esteem, your - it builds who you are - 1 
think it builds on you. It builds your character, really, who you are and how you see life as it is... I mean, 
if you don ’t belong to anything, then how do you know yourself? How do you know where you fit in? How 
do you know anything about yourself ? You have to fit in somewhere - 

Introduction 

A former high school teacher, my doctoral interest is in at risk adolescents, their educational and 
developmental needs, and strategics to keep them from dropping out of school. My putpose for this study 
is to discover if students who are at risk based on environmental and social disadvantages will benefit if 
they feel a sense of belonging to their communities. Students share their communities with peers as 
friends and classmates, but they also must interact with adults - as staff, as family, and as figures of au- 
thority. I asked teen-agers who participate in Upward Bound, an academic outreach program for low SES, 
and first generation college students, to elaborate on their perceptions of their sense of belonging to their 
residential community, their high school community and their Upward Bound community. 

My broad research questions were: 1) Can a sense of belonging to a community promote aca- 
demic and social growth? 2) Does size of community make a difference? 3) Are smaller communities 
more able to create and/or cultivate a sense of belonging? and, 4) Can communities help students take 
more responsibility for their individual well-being? What emerged in the findings were attributes of 
community that were important to this student population, the transportability of a sense of belonging, 
and the sustainability and influence a sense of community has on students’ perceptions of their social- 
emotional and academic growth. 

Conceptual Framework 

For this study, community will mean a group of people who share a common setting with a set of 
established norms. In this context, there are three common communities: residential, high school, and the 
summer Upward Bound program. Bronfenbrenner (1993) nests these communities into separate systems, 
and smaller subsets of those systems, which he calls microsystems. He theorizes these different systems 




Sense of community with Upward Bound students 4 



can affect cognitive, emotional, affective, and social development. Upward Bound students are unique in 
that they are members of three distinct microsystems and must travel regularly between each community. 

Tonnes conceptualized a social gemeinschaft, translated, “community.” The social assumptions 
and underlying principles of gemeinschaft reinforce the values of trust, friendship, nurturing, and caring 
for all individuals. This shared value system. Tonnes posits, also lends itself to the feeling of belonging to 
a population of people as well as upholding the tenets of that community. Meier (2002) believes schools 
should not only impart a sense of community, but should also impact students’ sense of humanity, “It is in 
the schools that we learn the art of living together as citizens. . .Schools are where we learn what it means 
to own one’s community and have a stake in its reputation” (pp. 176-177). 

The term, at risk, is also complex. There are several definitions, perspectives, and identified risk 
factors. Davis (2004) states that contemporary research is now focused on the student in context, “condi- 
tions both in the child, and in the nature of the environments in which the child lives” (p.6). 1 Many agree, 
however, that some environmental factors are linked to substantial risk to drop out of high school, i.e., the 
school context, family conditions, SES, and educational attainment of parents (Davis, 2004; NCES, 

2004). 

Background 

Upward Bound is a federally funded program that serves public high school students in targeted 
schools around the country and whose families live below, or at the federal poverty level. At least two- 
thirds of the served population also must have parents who have not attained a college degree. One-third 
of the students can meet either one of the requirements and still be eligible. These students fall into a risk 
category of not only non-completion of high school, but also have SAT scores well below those of their 
middle income and high income peer group. 2 Lower scores also lowers chances of being considered com- 
petitive to some college programs. Upward Bound seeks to bridge that gap, and give lower income stu- 

1 Davis warns that it is important to clarify that lists of attributes of at risk students are not labels, that this is not a 
homogenous group, that potentially, all students can be at risk, that it sometimes is a temporary condition and that 
this is a relative term used to predict future outcomes. 

2 SOURCE: www.collegeboard.com . Access date: 2/15/04. 



